FORBIDDEN JOURNEY
gold-roofed pagodas glittered like jewels amidst dull rows of
dwellings. These cluster round long, whitewashed walls.
The charm of Kumbiim is its colour: white walls and pastel
tints making harmonies under the pale-blue sky; fawn-
coloured earth, gleaming walls, the soft gold of the pagodas,
grey leafless trees and the brown-red dots which are lamas
wrapped round in togas that leave only one arm free. From a
distance, the holy men, thus enveloped in draperies with
innumerable pleats belling out as they fall, look like so
many perambulating tulips.
We went along a dried-up ravine, passed an imposing
range of eight chorten like spiked helmets; and then, by a
paved way dominated by two hayricks about forty feet high,
we at last entered a courtyard surrounded by a double ring of
stables and other outhouses. Here was the residence of
Kumbum's lay secretary.
In a dark room, Chinese in style, a brazier was glowing*
A tall, toothless man, wearing a toga, invited us to be seated
on the k'ang, and left his abacus and his writing-table to do
the honours of tea. But there should have been some
conversation and we could not engage in any, even with the
help of our old soldier escort whose knees were shaking and
whose eyes had gone dead. No doubt he was weak for want
of opium since we left Sining.
Beside me was a bowl full of grey powder which looked like
fine salt and on which rested two slabs of butter. With a
dignified gesture the secretary indicated that we were to help
ourselves. Perhaps it was a matter of form? I refused, but ate
a little of the unknown and most unsavoury powder off the
tip of my finger. Could it be the ashes used in some religious
rite? But when it came to his turn, our old man helped
himself and with nimble fingers mixed the powder and butter
in his tea, and kneaded them into a ball. Then I understood.
This was the famous tsamba> a Tibetan food made from
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